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An outline:
• History
• The United 
States
• The global 
South
• Can it work?
A brief history
U.S. Disability Law’s Influence
Background
 ADA 




 US law, 1990
◦ Amended to the 
ADAAA to be more 
comprehensive, 2008
◦ Inspired the UNCRPD
 UNCRPD
◦ Written by joint task 
force led by Mexico
◦ Finished 2006
◦ Over 140 countries 
ratified
Unique aspects of the UNCRPD
 First international treaty explicitly 
addressing human rights of people with 
disabilities
◦ Implicitly covered before
◦ Before, not in the social model of disability
 Social model: disability is separate from 
impairment, an added oppression imposed by 
society itself (Shakespeare) 
◦ Provisions for enforcement
 Suggestions for legal change in US law, for 
example.

The US and the UNCRPD
A Case for Ratification
Signing v. Ratifying
 Informal




 No further action
 Formal
 Requires the State 
to implement and 
enforce
 Binding
 Evaluate existing 
law, adjust as 
necessary
Progress in the Senate?
 Signed in 2009
 In 2012 almost 
passed
◦ 5 votes away
 In the summer of 
2014 it came back to 
the floor
◦ 4 fishy conventions in 
April
◦ Voted out of committee 
July 22
◦ 5 months later, not 
enough votes to bring it 
to the floor.
Support: Political
 Minority Leader Sr. Harry Reid 
 Former president George HW Bush
◦ signed the ADA in 1990.
 Sr. John McCain
 Sr. John Barasso
Support: Private
 Over 800 organizations
◦ Disability advocacy groups
◦ Religious groups
◦ Military affiliated groups






◦ Probably based on 
Article 25
◦ Requires healthcare in 
the same way it is 
offered to able-bodied
◦ No change of US law
 Homeschooling
◦ Probably based on 
Article 24
◦ IDEA already provides 
services for home 
schooled children
 Registry
◦ Probably based on 
Articles 7 & 18
◦ Give children born with 
disabilities a national 
and social identity =/= 
US identity
 We don’t need it
◦ Helps to clarify/ enforce 
current US law
◦ Largely in line now
 The UN will take over 
the world
◦ Remember the fish?
◦ Multiple HR conventions
Beyond the US
Disability Rights and the global South
Defining the global North and South
 A way of dividing the world based on 
power in terms of socio-economics and 
politics
◦ Not a perfect geopolitical divide
◦ global North is what many think of as the first 
world, mostly in geographic north
◦ global South is typically geographically south, 
and the third world
Western/global North Perspective
 Human Rights inherently of the global 
North
◦ Assume citizenship
◦ The global South is always weak and wrong, 
always in need of being rescued by the global 
North
 South cannot contribute to political change
 UNCRPD can be especially problematic
◦ Assume the social model
 Defined by Shakespeare above
The Social Model and the Global 
South
 A privileged position
◦ Fluidity not accessible to all
◦ Erasure of inflicted impairment (Meekosha & Soldatic)
 Must be room for redistributive justice
 Undermined by neocolonialism/exceptionalism of 
the state
◦ Attacks on indigenous populations
◦ Agent Orange- rejected redistributive justice by US 
courts
◦ Refugees
◦ “the Mau Mau people suffered extreme violence at the 
hands of colonial powers… embodied — as memories, as 
impairment, as cultural destruction and dislocation —
propelling them to seek justice…” (Soldatic & Grech)
Is it ever useful?
 Mexico main contributor
 Cross-national coalitions
◦ Challenging citizenship/treatment
◦ In many cases transcends the global 
North/South divide
◦ Some success in individual countries
 Not as successful in US courts of law, as explained 
above
Can these perspectives co-exist
A Conclusion
It is possible
 Basis in complex embodiment (Siebers)
◦ We must understand disability through the lived 
experiences of those who have disabilities.
 “Diversity within unity” (Meekosha& Soldatic)
 Localities should be treated uniquely
 I have argued for… rejection of extreme 
positions of cultural relativism and rights 
absolutism, in favor of situational sensitivity 
and progressive realization. I find these last 
two not only compatible, but mutually 
necessary….” (Bickenbach)
Changing the Question
 How can we as scholars and activists 
challenge power structures in terms of 
inflicted injury while still advocating for 
progressive politics in the context of 
disabled bodies?
◦ Cannot leave people with inflicted impairments 
in global South with no recourse 
◦ Cannot deny the rights of people with 
disabilities in the global North 
That’s it?
 “It is not enough to imagine the UNCRPD 
alone will bring about either substantial or 
rapid change either in the global North or 
the global South” (Meekosha & Soldatic)
◦ Merely one move in the process of striving for 
disability rights.
◦ An activist's job will never be done.
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